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It may be in vogue as a car
colour, but for millenia insects,
birds and fishes have evolved
the metallic look. Many insects,
birds and fish display vivid
metallic colours. But such a
show is not the result of
pigments, but the structured
reflections of light hitting the
surface of the organism.
Although such reflections are
widespread in contemporary
species, no one has discovered
evidence of such structures in
fossil species, until now. Andrew
Parker and David McKenzie, of
the Department of Zoology at
Oxford University and the
University of Sydney,
respectively, describe studies on
an ancient fossil beetle from the
Messel strata in Germany dated
at 50 million years old and
reported in the Proceedings of
the Royal Society Series B
(published online).
They find a beetle with the
layers of refractive materials
known to be required to generate
metallic colours and, although
there was no colour in the fossil
finds once dried, they inferred
the colour and suggest the
colour displayed by other fossil
insects, when alive, may be also
be determined.
The exocuticle of the wing
casings contains fine layers of
electron-dense material, each
separated by a layer of low
refractive index material. The
experimental optical reflectance
revealed a peak at 480-505nm
which corrresponds to blue in
human vision. The authors
believe an analysis of the
reflectance structures may help
rediscover the original colour of
other insects too. Their work
suggests that ancient colour
could truly be brought to life.
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Coloured up: The metallic look of many insects, as in the beetle shown above and other organisms, may possibly be inferred
from fossil remains according to new work on a fossil beetle from the oil shales of Messel in Germany . (Photograph: Oxford
Scientific Films.) 
